America's small Jewish community-about 3,000 strong-felt threatened by the American Society for Meliorating the Condition of the Jews. The society claimed only to be interested in "Jews as do already profess the Christian religion, or are desirous to receive Christian instruction." But Jews believed that the real object was "the conversion of our nation to the Christian faith." Since Secretary of State John Quincy Adams was vicepresident of the ASMCJ, John Jay's son Peter was its treasurer, and many distinguished churchmen and businessmen served as directors, Jewish concern can easily be understood. 5 Israel Vindicated was the first public Jewish reaction to the missionaries. Ostensibly, the 110 page volume consisted of thirty-two letters from Nathan Joseph in New York to his friend, Jacob Isaacs, in Philadelphia. In fact. both names were fictitious and the letters served merely as a literary conceit.
The real aims of Is raid Vindicated were to investigate the "objects and views" of the ASMCJ, and to refute the Christian religion.
Israel Vindicated charged the ASMCJ with misrepresenting both Judaism and itself. It attacked the smug self-righteousness of missionaries, and ridiculed the presumption that Jews were "in a degraded and uncultivated state." It termed evangelization "contrary to the true spirit and meaning of the constitution." It then tried to prove that evangelization, not amelioration was the ASMCJ's true aim. Confronting its adversary directly, Israel Vindicated printed excerpts from ASMCJ writings, and the complete list of the society's officers and directors. It called missionaries "youths ... of a low origin and of indolent habits ... enemies of labour and the pursuit of an honest calling." It confidently predicted that "in due season" all the missionizers would "be scattered abroad ... and driven as chaff before the wind. '' 6 Brotherhood Unions and Alliances of the Past and Present," Minutes of the First Hebrew Christian Conference of the United States-July 28-30, 1903 (New York, 1903 Israel Vindicated, pp. vi, v, 91, 95. The idea that mtsstons violated the constitution and were thus u American marked a new departure in Jewish anti*Christian polemics. Nev• before had Jews argued (or been able to argue) that national law-the fir: amendment's freedom of religion clause--supported their claims. But thi was the only new argument in Israel Vindicated. Otherwise, "An Israelite followed Moses Mendelssohn and Richard Price (he cited neither) it demanding pluralism rather than mere tolerance: "If any man tells me tha he will tolerate my opinions, this implies that he claims the power of restrain ing them. Hence the origin of persecution, which is only the offspring 01 child of toleration." He called for all to have the right to think, and insisted that men "never can be made to think alike." 7 "An Israelite" realized that even tolerance had not been extended to Jews by all the states. He lamented that constitutional principles "which all the states had recognized" were "so easily invaded by particular states." He pointed out that Maryland and Massachusetts still demanded religious tests from all those who desired to hold public office. Implicitly, he suggested that missions were not the only stain on America's fabric of freedom. Yet, instead of calling on non-Jews to rectify matters, he called on his fellow Jews-to "rouse from the lethargy into which our nation has been so long plunged." He realized that Jews, rather than Christians, were the most likely readers of anti-Christian polemics. Exploiting the opportunity, he encouraged his "brethren" to vindicate themselves, to defend their just rights, and to expose the "vile machinations"of their "enemies." 8 Attacks on the ASMCJ and its missionaries took up the opening and closing chapters of Israel Vindicated. The remaining chapters, some seventy-five percent of the book, contained a fiery anti*Christian polemic. Fully exploiting his "right to think," the author of Israel Vindicated heaped scorn on Christian intolerance. He then proceeded to reexamine "Nazarene" accounts of Jesus and the apostles. Using extrabiblical sources and a critical methodology, he denied that Jesus was the messiah and ridiculed the story 7. Ibid., pp. 100-1. For other examples of the constitutional argument, see "Of the House oflsrael's" letter in Evening Post (March 15, 1829) of the resurrection. He even wondered aloud whether "the person called Jesus of Nazareth really existed." This last question led "An Israelite" into a long analysis of the Gospels, one which predictably ended with the verdict "that the gospels and other books of the Nazarenes have been forged and fabricated," besides containing "principles subversive of the true character of the Deity, and of the happiness of man." 9 The remaining chapters of Israel Vindicated consist of a lengthy, discur-. sive response to a conversionist lecture on the Jews delivered by the ASMCJ's , president, Elias Boudinot. "An Israelite" impatiently rebutted Boudinot's proof texts and attacked the allegorical method of interpretation which the eighty year old former statesman allegedly adopted. He belittled Boudinot's claims regarding Christianity's higher level of morality, and tried to refute the ASMCJ leader's christological interpretation of history. Finally, he advised missionaries to put their own house in order. He pointed up the many divisive conflicts within Christendom, and the sorry record of persecutions which the church had still to overcome. He concluded that "the efforts of the Nazarenes to spread their faith ... must fail." 10 Although Israel Vindicated was written by "An Israelite," and claimed to speak for the Jewish people, it was not based on traditional Jewish sources. Later American Jewish polemics heavily relied on the works of Isaac Orobio de Castro and Isaac Troki. "An Israelite," however, hardly knew of these works; indeed, he lamented "that there were so few works extant of Jewish writers in which they assigned their reasons for rejecting the Messiah of the Christians." 11 Israel Vindicated was rather based on the works of deists and freethinkers. Through its pages marched the words of John Toland, Anthony Collins, and Paul Henri Thiry baron d'Holbach.
The author of Israel Vindicated recognized that some of his sources were inappropriate for a Jewish polemic. In one case he apologized for his ·copious quotations from Ecce Homo; or a Critical Inquiry into the History of Jesus Christ, an adaptation of Halbach's anti-religious tract which will be further discussed below: "Although Ecce Homo, dear Isaacs, is levelled as much against our nation, and our law as against the Nazarenes, and, on that account cannot be respected by a descendant of Abraham; yet, as it contains many pertinent remarks, which, independent of all religious distinctions, cannot but be acceptable to every inquirer after truth, I have hitherto made extracts from it when I considered them illustrative of the point under discussion; a practice to which I shall adhere until I have closed this correspondence."12 "An Israelite" was not, however, always so cautious. On one occasion, he described how the Pharisees "adopted a thousand ridiculous traditions, and a mode of explaining the sacred text which subverted the literal meaning, and substituted in its place a mystical or allegorical sense." He strongly advocated the Sadduceean mode of interpretation, "the literal meaning of the words." He paid no heed to the antitalmudic implications of his remarks. For him, as for the early American Jewish community in general, the Talmud was a closed book. 13 Such knowledge of Judaism as "An Israelite" exhibited came from English language sources, many of them not written by· Jews at all. "An Israelite" invoked the works of deists and freethinkers partly because there were no other suitable works available.
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Although advertisements for Israel Vindicated appeared in New York newspapers as early as December, the work attracted little notice until "Moralist" attacked it in the New York Commercial Advertiser of February 28, 1821. "There is nothing to excite alarm ... in the publication of infidel or Jewish-opinions, if there be a reasonable presumption that the object is to discover truth," "Moralist" averred. The trouble, he thought, was that "An Israelite" did not "thoroughly understand the christian religion." From ignorance or malice he therefore "shamefully insulted" the Christian community as a whole. "Moralist" hoped that the anonymous author would be "distinctly pointed out to public scorn and contempt." 14 Abraham Collins, the publisher of Israel Vindicated, entered the fray to defend his author. Writing in the New York Post (the Commercial Advertiser refused him space), Collins insisted that he had acted to protect himself and Israel "from the mischief arising from false and malicious reports." Instead of "scorn and contempt," he asked for "justice" and "fairness." He urged Christians to read both sides of the question, and challenged his opponents to prove him wrong: "If I am wrong, prove me to be so, calmly, coolly and completely, and not by scourging." 15 "Moralist" and Collins agreed on the basic right of an American to publish works offensive to the majority of citizens. Though they disagreed over what constituted an appropriate response to such material, they both implied that the proper governmental response was silence. Neither man even considered the possibility that "blasphemous" works should be censored. In the eyes of many Americans, however, Christianity (Protestantism), morality and public order were inextricably intertwined. One of these three great pillars could not be attacked without mortally endangering the other two. "Moral Jews" could be recognized without threatening this closed system. Americans merely dubbed them "good Christians," and held them up as examples for their brethren to imitate. Rather than invalidating the Christian-moral-order link, Jewish "good Christians" thus actually reinforced it. An attack on Christianity, on the other hand, did threaten morality and well-being. In the view of many Americans, the perpetrator of such an attack deserved to be punished. demanded for Abraham Collins. Though it admitted that he was not the author of Israel Vindicated, it thought that as publisher of "one of the most infamous publications that ever disgraced a moral and religious nation," he ought to take the blame. New York jurists still debated whether blasphemy was or was not punishable under common law. No one had actually been convicted of the crime since 1811. But if legal grounds did not suffice to convict Abraham Collins-"ifthe blasphemer and infidel are allowed to scatter their poison through the country" -then the Commercial Advertiser believed that the laws should be amended.
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The Commercial Adl'ertiser carefully distinguished Abraham Collins and "An Israelite" from all other Jews. First, it questioned whether "An Israelite" was an Israelite at all. As we shall see, its doubts were well founded. Then it took pains io point out that "the most intelligent and respectable Jews" of its acquaintance had "absolutely disclaimed" Israel Vindicated. Instead, they acknowledged "the excellence" of the Christian "system of morals" and had only praise for Jesus' "distinguished talents and eloquence." In short, the Commercial Advertiser identified "intelligent and respectable Jews" as those who recognized the virtues of Christianity. On the other hand, the Jew who published an anti-Christian tract was a blasphemer who merited imprisonment.
Abraham Collins escaped indictment. The debate over Israel Vindicated soon gave way to more important issues. But the volume surfaced again in November 1822. This time, instead of being a Jewish weapon against Christian missions, it served as a Christian weapon against the specter of rising Jewish power.
For the first time in the history of New York, a Jew, Mordecai M. Noah, was running for the post of sheriff. His opponent was a Christian, a director of the ASMCI. Noah's religion became a major issue in the campaign. 18 On election day, the Evening Post headlined its column with the words "Israel Vindicated." It then embarked on a description-complete with long quotations-of "An Israelite's" work: "the most daring, impious and indecent attack upon the christian religion that has ever yet appeared." Of course, the Post in no way connected Noah to the volume's "profane and impious doctrines." But it did warn Jews in general not to "abuse" the "privileges" that New York accorded them: "Let them refrain from open and outrageous attacks upon the religious faith of this community; Jet them not seek to rob the wretched of their last and only comfort, in the hour of sickness, indigence, and every affliction which flesh is heir to; let them not ruthlessly tear away that prop which alone supports them when every other hope fails; deprive them not of that consolation which the doctrines that have been taught from their infancy afford, which they have never once thought of doubting, and which are calculated to smooth their farewell pillow. This is a wanton species of cruelty, which no society, who duly regards the welfare of its members, can ever tolerate." The Post let its readers draw their own conclusions. 19 Mordecai Noah correctly pointed out that the Post attack was aimed at "pushing on religious prejudices." 20 Whether or not these prejudices actually caused his subsequent election defeat cannot be known. But the implications of the Post attack went far beyond the election. Jews learned that as a minority group they faced dangers in attacking the majority that the majority did not face in attacking them. Effective Jewish polemics could be wrenched out of context and luridly displayed. By uniting the Jewish community and strengthening it internally, Jews jeopardized their relations with Christian neighbors. Polemical "vindications" frustrated Christian hopes for rapid Jewish conversion. They emphasized Jews' cohesiveness and alien status. Many early Americans, like many proemancipation Europeans, wanted Jews to assimilate completely. They viewed aliens as potential subversives-and threatened to treat them accordingly.
American Jews continued to grapple with the missionary problem for many years. Some elements of the community advocated silence. They dealt with Christians on a daily basis and feared to offend them. Defenders of the faith, on the other hand, demanded vigorous responses: "not to defend Judaism would be considered a tacit acknowledgement that it was indefensible, or at least that we thought so." 21 For a time, Isaac Leeser, minister of Philadelphia's Mikve Israel synagogue and later editor of the Occident, sought a middle ground. Heavily influenced by Moses Mendelssohn's disinclination to enter into religious controversy," he called for "eqijality of rights," and endeavored to explain Judaism in order to disabuse Christians "of any unfounded suspicions they might be induced to adopt concerning us." Leeser knew about Israel Vindicated, and once briefly quoted it in a footnote. But he generally lamented the strong language of early polemicists and called for "gentler tones." Much to his disappointment, his calls for tolerance did not scare missionaries away. 22 Isaac Mayer Wise, the father of American Reform Judaism and editor of the American Israelite, had no patience with Leeser's gentle strategy. Because of upbringing and temperament, his attitude toward Christianity was far more militant. He described his antimissionary stance as that of "a malicious, biting pugnacious, challenging and mocking monster of the pen." Not surprisingly, he took considerable interest in Israel Vindicated In late 1863, Wise reprinted sections from Israel Vindicated in the Israelite. He later defended the work against the strenuous objections of Cincinnati's Western Christian Advocate. As far as Wise was concerned, "An Israelite's" letters were "remark:.ble epistles." He only lamented that so little was known concerning thei; authorship. 25 Collins may have supplied information to "An Israelite." Indeed, the real author admitted that he "lately acquired the knowledge of some facts" which altered his earlier views. 26 But if Collins helped "An Israelite," he did not sympathize with his freethought doctrines. In his own tract, he paid substantially less attention to works such as Ecce Homo.
The , an important freethought newspaper. He also participated in several highly publicized debates on the merits of Christianity. Houston had a son, George, who became a journalist. His deaf-mute daughter, Janet, attended the Philadelphia Asylum for the Deaf and Dumb-an innovative school directed by David G. Seixas, the son of Shearith Israel's famous minister, Gershom Seixas. According to the Beacon of January 25, 1840, Houston "died in North Carolina where he had journeyed to edit a paper for his son."2 8
George Houston clearly had various ties with the Jewish community. But this hardly demonstrates that he authored Israel Vindicated. More substantial evidence on this point is provided by Ecce Homo. No American edition of this work appeared in print until 1827. Houston's banned 1813 English edition may have circulated in New York, but this is not likely. Yet, the author of Israel Vindicated had a copy in front of him when he wrote.
The only copy known to have existed belonged to George Houston himself. 29 A further link between Houston and Israel Vindicated may be found in Houston's Correspondent. In an article on "Judaism versus Christianity," one "Levi" quotes entire sections both from Israel Vindicated and from Ecce Homo without any attribution. 30 Again, this is circumstantial evidence and proves. nothing save plagiary, but it is highly suggestive nonetheless.
Contemporary comments also hint at links between Houston and ls-,ael Vindicated. The Commercial Advertiser, in describing the work, wrote: ''It purports to have been written by 'An Israelite'; but we have strong reasons to believe-nay we are warranted in asserting-that it was not written by an Israelite." Mordecai Noah declared absolutely that "the author is a Christian; and though his religious feelings may be a little warped, he is a man of ... honour and morality." The best proof of all, however, comes from the pen of Isaac Leeser. In an overlooked article in London's Voice of Jacob. In all probability, leading Jews paid Houston to write Israel Vindicated. They realized that he was highly qualified to counter missionary arguments. They also realized that if Houston's courageous "vindication" backfired, 29. Israel I ·indicated, pp. 19. 23. 30, 33, 35. 36, 52, 53. 55. 80 they could always claim with perfect honesty that Israel Vindicated was written by a Christian. It is nevertheless interesting that Jews were prepared to make common cause with a freethinker-a man with as much contempt for Jewish beliefs as for Christian ones. 32 Probably, American Jews were motivated by the same impulse that motivated Jews and other minority groups in previous eras: self-interest. In the Middle Ages, persecuted Jews occasion· ally allied themselves with a variety of Christian heretics-notwithstanding their often fanatical ideologies. Eighteenth century Jews made similar unofficial alliances with deists, although, in many cases, deists too harbored fierce anti-Jewish hatreds. 33 The fact that American Jews momentarily united with a freethinker should thus not occasion much surprise. Adversity makes strange bedfellows.
Even if in their battle against missionaries, American Jews sought and accepted help from various persecuted and stigmatized groups, they generally preferred to identify with the prestigious and powerful Protestant establishment. They tried to conform; they yearned for acceptance; they hesitated to jeopardize their social positions. Yet, they refused to be coerced, and gener~lly speaking, they continued to remain Jews. When threatened, most reacted strongly and with the best ammunition available-regardless of whether or not this deprived them of Christian esteem. In 1820, the best ammunition available was Israel Vindicated. Later, the community had far more effective weapons at its disposal.
